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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY 
WASHINGTON. D. C. 

OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR 


-* .* 


Michael Forrestal 
The White House 
Washington) D.C. 


1 SEP 1963 



* 



Dear Mike : / 

In compliance witftf your request of 30 Aug- 
ust there is attached h brief survey of the 
situation in South Vietnam as seen from reports 
available on 24 August. 

I would summarize the findings of the sur- 
vey as follows: 

a. The Buddhist, controversy was threaten- 
ing to endanger the anti-Viet Cong effort and 
was adversely affecting US prestige by associa- 
tion) in South Vietnam and elsewhere. 

b. Ngo Dinh Nhu had moved into an open 
position of increased influence and direction 
of the regime's policies. 

c. There were no signs of disagreement or 
friction between Diem and Nhu. 

d. Evidence on hand was indecisive as to 
the capability of any group of Vietnamese mili- 
tary to take direct action against the Diem-jfhu 
regime. 
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I have also attached copies of six key mes 
sages from Saigon which were in the hands o 
policy makers as of 24 August. 


Faithfully yours, 


MARSHALL CARTER 
Lieut enant,/General, USA 
Acting Director — &£? Central Intelligence 
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1 September 1963 


The Situation in South Vietnam As of 24 August 


1. The Buddhist controversy, which began in Hue 
on 8 May as a limited incident but steadily assumed 
larger proportions, came at a time when the war against 
the Viet Cong appeared to be taking a slow turn for 
the better. By 24 August, tjiere was reason to be con- 
cerned that the Saigon regime's stern handling of the 
issue would seriously hamper the prosecution of the 
anti-Communist effort by: ' a) alienating the Viet- 
namese populace; b) lowering troop morale; and c) 
diverting military resources to tasks of political 
security. It also appeared likely that the US and 
South Vietnam would lose the sympathy and support of 
other nations, especially the Buddhist countries in 

Southeast Asia. 

2. Even before the imposition of martial law 
throughout South Vietnam at midnight of 20 August, 
various military units had been placed on the alert 
in urban centers to cope with any violence stemming 
from the Buddhist agitation. Commanding officers be- 
gan to express concern that this burden of responsi- 
bility would damage troop morale and impair operations 
against the Viet Cong. The crackdown on the Buddhist 
pagodas on 21 August added to the particular uncer- 
tainty of observers as to the attitude of Vietnamese 
military personnel of the lower grades, the majority 
of whom are identified with the Buddhist faith. While 
it was apparent before the martial law restrictions 
that the Buddhist protest movement had been steadily 
gaining popular sympathy in the urban areas, the con- 
troversy had not appeared to have had a profound im- 
pact in the rural areas where the bulk of the people 

resides. 

3. International opinion, already adversely af- 
fected by the several Buddhist immolations, was deeply 
shocked by the regime's crackdown on the Buddhists. 

The assaults on the pagodas on 21 August added new 








impetus to a multi-nation effort, spearheaded bv Cevlon 

TO Ca£h^ a B ann hiSt ** South Vietnam before the’ 

Cambodia announced it was breaking relations with 

title Itat'e^itfof™ 31 ° fflcials t.lt'SSgS&'t? 

• iiL amnni f?®?® r ® ported Showing anti-American feei- 
ng a ®o^g the local populace stemming from hostility 

toward the US-equipped Vietnamese security forces. 

. . 4 I ? y 24August the .pattern of Viet Cong activity 

level°of C ?hp ge ^ Attacks'remained at the samf low 

s ? veral weeks. US military of- 
ficials in South Vietnam, however, estimated that the 

turn of events inevitably would hamper military opera- 
tions against the Viet Cong. e 

<?a-i*on\-ifL 0f 24 August a11 the Pieces of the present 
Saigon jigsaw puzzle were not yet in place, but it was 

abundantly clear that Ngo Dinh Nhu was running the show 
if not actually calling the shots. Still somewhat ob- * 
scure was the relationship between President Diem and 
Nhu and the extent of Diem f s involvement in the crack- 
down on the Buddhists. Other important aspects were 
not entirely clear: whether the military was a witting 
J* instrument in the affair, and the extent 

to which the military leadership was united or divided 
over the issue. 


6, Some initial reporting from Saigon after the 
security assaults on the Buddhist pagodas in the early 
hours of 21 August suggested that a military takeover 
might have occurred, it was reported that Diem had 
acceded to a request for martial law made by a delegation 
of senior officers on 20 August. US officials had been 
told on 19 August by a military source that top rank- 
ing officers were chafing for some action to prevent 

the spread of popular unrest and possible troop dis- 
affection which they said was caused by the dragging 
on of the Buddhist issue. B 

7. It soon became apparent, however, that the 
military were still acting under civilian control and 
wei e receiving their orders from the palace, the re- 
sidence of both Nhu and Diem. On 22 August, Nhu told 
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the military were in charge 

onl^o^s e cur it y affairs and that Diem could r ® c ° ve * 
full control "tomorrow if necessary," Nhu stated, how- 
ever that if Diem were to vacillate or seek a c ° m 7 
promise on the Buddhist issue, he would be killed in 
a military coup. Nhu asserted that he had not coached 
the military and had no pretensions to power. 

8. Despite these protests, Nhu T s hand in the mat- 
ter became increasingly obvious. The tenor of the 
Saieon Radio broadcasts began to reflect philosophy 

of government long identified with Nhu. On 23 August, 
a reliable Vietnamese military source cited Nhu as 
the prime mover in the action against the Buddhists. 

9. In contrast to the clarity of Nhu's position, 
the degree of involvement of the military was still 
not entirely clear. By 24 August, Ambassador Lodge 
had reported that the military, despite the appear- 
ance of outward unity, could not be considered a mono- 
lithic structure. He warned, that, if a military group 
should decide to depose the regime, serious fighting 
could erupt in Saigon between competing military ele- 
ments. 

10. By 24 August several conflicting reports had 
been received through State and CIA channels as to 
the role of the military in the Buddhist crackdown. 
Contacts with various Vietnamese military and civili 
officials presented a picture of confusion among the 
military and uncertainty as to the true sentiments of 
individual officers. For example, Armed Forces Com- 
mander General Tran Van Don was reported by a reliable 
Vietnamese source to have expressed, at a meeting ox 
generals on 22 August, regret over the manner in which 
the military had been drawn into the Buddhist problem, 
but determination to continue to act in the best in- 
terests of the nation. Don reportedly said he was re- 
luctant to use military forces against students or 
other protest groups but that such action would be 
taken if necessary. 
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inth^RiiddSJSJ*^ l 7 0Ver the attitude of the military 

nni???^ni f J 1 y ' . r fP° rtin e from Vietnam indicated that 
veUp-irmQ extremists were taking over the Buddhist 

t f"?, se ? med bent bringing down the 
+J S5?i Political opponents of Diem were seek- 
capitaiize on this activity of the Buddhists. 

In this tense atmosphere, Nhu met with the army gen- 

o^ a + f_ oa + . July to d f scu ssthe situation. Accounts 
of the meeting given by various generals present 

+? r i e ^v 0n u d f tails but a S re ^ d on the central theme 
that Nhu had criticized Diem's leniency with the Bud- 
dhists and suggested the need for remedial action. 

12, General Khanh, II Corps Commander, told’ an 
American observer on 15 July that he and the other 
generals had compromised themselves by discussing 
coup plotting with Nhu. According to Khanh, the gen- 
erals henceforth would have to follow Nhu's bidding 
i^ordert^protect themselves. NhuJHHBBHHH 
HBHHHHI planned more such meetings with the 
generals to surface and "deflate" problems troubling 
them. Subsequent meetings did occur. Observers in 
Saigon tended to feel that Nhu's aim in thS approach 

was to confuse and divide potential plotters against 
the government . 

13. Despite Nhu's criticism of Diem on various 
occasions prior to the events of 20—21 August, there 
was no evidence of real friction between the two by 
24 August. On Diem's part, certainly, there has 
been a steady record through the years of stout de- 
fense of Nhu against both domestic and foreign critics, 
although just recently he had acknowledged some tactless 
ness on Madame Nhu's part. Diem traditionally has posed 
as being above politics. and has frequently allowed Nhu. 
behind the scenes, to take over direction of detailed 
government actions. It was not clear on 24 August 
whether the crackdown on the Buddhists had Diem's full 
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or partial blessing, or whether Diem viewed this action 
as the best defense against local and foreign pres- 
sures. Past reporting and history provide no solid 
basis for believing that Diem's political outlook or 

basic policies would be appreciably different from 
. those of Nhu. 
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